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The Fryer Library boasts the largest collection of James George Drake’s private papers in Australia, along with complete 
runs of the politically-charged periodicals which 
Drake edited or co-edited: The Boomerang, 
Progress and Commonwealth. Through an 
examination of these documents, Mr Drake 
comes alive. The Fryer Library’s collections show 
Drake to be a passionate man in love with a vision 
of Queensland Liberalism that he clung to even 
as the rise of Labor dramatically changed the 
nature of Australian politics.
Early Days     
Born in London in 1850, JG Drake migrated to 
Queensland in 1874. After seeking his fortune 
in Stanthorpe, Toowoomba and several other 
towns, Drake settled in Brisbane. By the 
mid-1880s Drake had become a moderately 
successful Brisbane lawyer and journalist with 
a penchant for Queensland politics. After failing 
to secure the Brisbane seat of Enoggera in a by-
election in 1887, Drake won the seat in the 1888 
general election and held it until his resignation 
from the Lower House in 1899. Drake was of 
medium height, slender in appearance and 
somewhat reserved and shy in social settings:
He is one of those quiet, naturally 
unobtrusive men who would beg your 
pardon if you stood on their toes … Mr. 
Drake’s weakness is … [that] He is of 
a reflective turn of mind, and readier in 
council than in public.1
During the 1880s, Drake saw himself as the 
keeper of the Liberal flame,2 railing against 
what he saw as the tired conservatism of many 
leading Liberal politicians of the time. Drake 
was an enthusiastic supporter of Sir Samuel 
Griffith, who in his first Premiership (1883-88) 
was a champion of radical Liberalism. Progress 
was Drake’s catchword: he wanted electoral 
reform to make Queensland more democratic 
(eg votes for women), he wanted improvement in 
worker’s conditions and rights and he wanted a 
‘White Queensland’. Drake decided to publicise 
these radical views in a newspaper called 
The Boomerang, 
which he co-
edited with fellow 
journalist William 
Lane. 
The Boomerang
Labour historians have assumed that William 
Lane was the mastermind of The Boomerang 
and that the newspaper was simply a vehicle 
to promote the interests of the fledgling labour 
movement and Lane’s own utopian philosophies.3 
Lane was certainly the more prolific writer on 
the newspaper, and the style and tone of The 
Boomerang would later influence the Brisbane 
Worker, which Lane subsequently edited. 
However, Drake was no ‘sleeping partner’ but a 
committed co-editor who shared Lane’s immense 
faith in Griffith as a radical Liberal leader. 
In order to place The Boomerang newspaper 
on a sound commercial footing, William Lane, 
Alfred Walker (printer) and JG Drake formed the 
Boomerang Newspaper Company and became 
partners on 18 November 1887. With the aim 
of supplying ‘floating capital’ to the company, 
Lane and Walker agreed to pay £400 each to 
the London Chartered Bank of Australia: Drake’s 
contribution was £600. More than anything, this 
contribution shows Drake’s commitment to the 
venture. Lane and Walker were to work full-time 
on the newspaper, while Drake would devote as 
much time as he could subject to professional 
commitments. Walker was to be the business 
manager, while Lane and Drake would be joint 
editors of The Boomerang.4
The Boomerang was highly supportive of Griffith’s 
Liberal agenda, which included a preference for 
small settlers over larger absentee capitalists, 
a belief in Australian Federation and a desire 
to make Queensland a purely white colony. 
Prominent political advertisements for Griffith and 
colleagues like William Brookes appeared in the 
newspaper:
Who stopped the Acquisition of 
Large Freehold Estates? GRIFFITH 
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… Who Expelled the CHINESE from 
our goldfields? OUR SAM. Who first 
denounced Coloured Labour? William 
Brookes.5
But rather than just support the Liberal agenda, 
The Boomerang editors sought to be active 
political players as well. Both Lane and Drake 
felt that, just like so-called ‘White Queensland’, 
Griffith’s Liberal Party needed to be purified. 
According to The Boomerang, Robert Bulcock, 
who was involved with the Liberal party as a 
behind-the-scenes organiser, was the sort of 
unscrupulous, reactionary careerist who was 
preventing Griffith’s ‘radical’ agenda from going 
ahead:
Bulcock … is trampling upon Liberalism 
wherever he gets an opportunity … he 
has wirepulled the retirement of desirable 
local Liberal candidates … he has ever 
the name of God upon his lips and the 
worship of Mammon in his heart  … he 
is a notorious Chinese landlord … and is 
always at hand when money is to be made 
without hard work.6
Bulcock sued ‘J.G. Drake and others’ for 
defamation of character, demanding damages 
of £5000, a move probably calculated to shut 
The Boomerang down and leave its editors in 
severe debt.7 Bulcock was particularly irritated by 
the suggestion that he was a ‘notorious Chinese 
landlord’, as he had only one Chinese tenant: an 
‘educated man’ working for a Chinese firm.8 In 
the Supreme Court of Brisbane, Lane admitted 
to being the author of the offending articles. 
The plaintiff, however, was less interested in 
attacking Lane than his colleague, Drake, who 
Bulcock believed had turned against him after 
he (Bulcock) had refused to endorse him for the 
Enoggera by-election in 1887. Bulcock won the 
case, but was awarded only £50 damages.9 
The threat of bankruptcy over this court case 
must have exacerbated the tensions between 
the co-editors, who were very different people. 
By nature, Drake was cautious and conventional, 
whereas Lane was happy to stir up controversy 
to suit his political aims. Their ideas were also not 
entirely in accord. While not an arch-Imperialist, 
Drake was more comfortable than Lane about 
Australia as part of the British Empire, and Lane’s 
increasingly utopian beliefs left Drake cold. While 
both men had been attracted to the notion of 
curing unemployment and settling people on the 
land through communal village settlements, Drake 
could not share his younger friend’s enthusiasm 
for a utopian, socialist experiment in a foreign 
land.10 Drake later looked back at the creation of 
Lane’s ‘New Australia’ at Paraguay with some 
bitterness. He wrote that ‘A number of poor souls 
were induced by certain socialists’ to join Lane’s 
experiment, and the socialist orators of the day 
praised them extravagantly. Once it was realised 
that ‘these unhappy people had come to grief, 
that their life savings had gone’ the same people 
that had praised them now condemned them as 
‘foolish dreamers, “cranks”’.11
After Lane resigned his directorship in 1890 to 
edit The Worker (and later to pursue his utopian 
dreams), The Boomerang under new sole editor 
Gresley Lukin lost much of its momentum and 
kept losing money. In April 1892, Drake and the 
other Boomerang directors decided to shut the 
newspaper down.12
Years of Promise and Stagnation:  
1890 to 1899
During the early 1890s, Drake became 
disillusioned with Griffith, who in 1890 had 
joined forces with his former political opponent 
Sir Thomas McIlwraith to form a coalition 
government (1890-93). After having legislated in 
the 1880s to phase out the Pacific Island labour 
trade,13 Griffith in 1892 effectively reversed his 
position. This action provoked Drake to break 
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away from Griffith, who also 
seemed less interested in 
democratic reform than he 
was when The Boomerang 
was in its infancy. 
From 1893 to 1899, Drake 
was a member of the 
Independent Opposition, 
a small group of seven or 
eight MPs who held fast 
to their Liberal objectives, 
including ‘One Adult, One 
Vote’ (votes for women and 
an end to plural voting),14 
a White Queensland and 
freeing up land for small-
scale settlers. Drake was 
appointed leader of the 
Independent Opposition 
in early 1896. His election 
speeches that year were 
radical and fiery:
There was a party 
in Great Britain—he 
called them the 
Exploitation Party 
(applause)—that had 
enormous wealth … 
They were always 
seeking young 
countries with plenty 
of resources, and their 
operations were to 
lend these countries 
money, to exploit 
them, ruin them, and 
then desert them … 
The party had for a 
long time particularly 
fixed on Queensland, 
to such an extent that 
it had been called the 
investment colony.15 
In such speeches, Drake 
sounded not unlike 
a Queensland Labor 
firebrand. Drake was vocal 
in his approval of much of 
the Labor Party platform, 
and defended the legitimacy 
of the party as a symbol 
of democracy at work. 
In the 1893 elections, 
sixteen Labor MPs had 
entered parliament, and 
their numbers slowly 
grew until, by mid-1899, there were twenty-two 
Labor parliamentarians.16 Powerful men within 
Queensland Labor, such as William Kidston, saw 
benefit in joining forces with the Independent 
Opposition to pursue reforms. Twice, in 1896 
and 1898, the Labor hierarchy in Queensland 
offered Drake the leadership of a joint opposition 
consisting of the Independent Opposition and the 
Labor Party. Both times, Drake refused. In 1898, 
Drake made the politically naïve move of offering 
to lead a joint opposition if a large number 
of Labor MPs were to join the Independent 
Opposition to strengthen his leadership 
authority. Understandably, Labor withdrew from 
negotiations.17
If a Liberal-Labor coalition had been achieved 
at this point, it may not have achieved much, 
as it was facing the ‘Continuous Ministry’ or 
Ministerialist Government: the inheritors of the 
Griffith-McIlwraith merger who had a comfortable 
majority in parliament for most of the period 
from 1890 to 1903. For his part, Drake felt that 
his version of Liberalism needed to be adopted 
by Labor before meaningful co-operation could 
take place. Sensitive to slights, Drake was deeply 
upset by Labor’s unwillingness to see things his 
way:
For six long years the most earnest efforts 
have been made to build up a democratic 
party and Labour has been invited time 
and again to encourage the movement. 
It has been all along recognised that … 
if we were ever to see a truly Democratic 
Government the first essential was the 
remodelling of the Labour party on 
broader and more patriotic lines. This 
Labour has sternly and consistently 
refused to do, and the position of the 
Independents has always been one of 
difficulty, sometimes one of humiliation.18
Drake the Individual
By the end of 1899, Drake had abandoned 
the Independent Opposition for a Ministerial 
position in the Queensland Government headed 
by the conservative Robert Philp. As a Senator 
(1901-06), Drake was later to serve as a federal 
Minister in the Commonwealth administrations 
of Sir Edmund Barton, Alfred Deakin and Sir 
George Reid. Drake’s last years in federal politics 
were marked by a re-imagining of himself as an 
anti-socialist, reflecting Reid’s conviction that all 
non-labour parties should combine to provide 
a united opposition to Labor in federal and 
state parliaments. Drake’s anti-socialist rhetoric 
at times appears more about political theatre 
than deeply held beliefs. A letter to Queensland 
political ally Anthony St Ledger suggests as 
much:
[anti-socialist candidates should be as] 
liberal and progressive, on sound lines, 
as the labour men themselves. It is not 
their policy, which differs little from ours, 
but their methods—the caucus governed 
machinery and the consequences that 
may ultimately follow from its operations—
that we will be fighting. They are already 
trying very hard to set the brand of 
conservatism upon us. 19
Where was the radical Liberal who had helped 
stir the pot with The Boomerang? Under the 
surface Drake was still the Liberal he always was: 
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his ultimate rejection of Labor was not so much 
its ideas, but its increasingly tight parliamentary 
discipline, which made it difficult for the individual 
MP to follow his conscience:
I do not forget that at Stanthorpe I first 
came to anchor in Australia … I used to 
bask in the sun and watch the lizards 
on the granite boulders. Since then 
what strange ups and downs I have 
seen! But never have I felt any desire 
to exchange my chances in life for the 
position of an automaton working in the 
Co-operative Commonwealth. Some time 
perhaps, when I feel equal to it, I may 
write on ‘Individualism, and why I am an 
Individualist,’ or something of that sort.20
The key to understanding Drake is his 
individuality. His sympathy for Labor now limited, 
by the end of his career Drake was churning 
out anti-Labor propaganda in his 1906 weekly 
magazine, Commonwealth. Despite his increasing 
anti-socialist rhetoric, Drake’s support for Liberal 
ideals of democratic representation and the rights 
of the individual—both great and small—remained 
undiminished.
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